
At home in an abstract world
91-year-old artist
reflects on world
of color and shape

By Judith Montminy
(JI.OUKCOBKK8PONDENT

DUXB U R Y - Long before she
picked up her first paintbrush,
Virginia Mortenson Francis
played with colors.

As a young girl she spent
hours dressing her dolls in the bright
scraps of fabric her great aunt used for
patchwork quilts. At her family's Hale-
side, Long Island, summer home in Hun-
tington Harbor, N.Y., Francis planted
splashy, multi-colored gardens each year.

"I was interested in gardening from
the point ofview of.
putting different
colors together,"
said Francis, who

started creating

her own art in the
mid 1950s. Her

paintings, prints

and collages juxta
pose colors to cre

ate drama, depth

and movement

The 91-year-
old artist became a
Copley Society
master artist in
1970, and has won
prizes from the so
ciety and local art

associations, in

cluding seven
"best ofshow"
awards and six

first prizes. She
also has exhibited
throughout New

England at venues
. „ as varied as the

Currier Gallery in Manchester, N.H. her
alma mater, Smith College irt Northamp
ton, and the Junior League of Boston.

'I don't
think
abstract
or non-.

objective
painting
is the
only way

to paint
But it's
the only
way I can

paint'

VIRGINIA

MORTENSON
FRANCIS

Locally the Duxbury resident's col
lages can be seen in a one-person show at
the Bumpus Gallery in Duxbury through
Jan. 2 and in a group exhibition at South
Shore Art Center in Cohasset through
Dec. 22. Her collages and paintings are
displayed at the Plymouth Guild Gallery
in Plymouth throughout the year.

Despite her early fascination with col
or, though, Francis did not consider mak
ing art until she was almost 60 and her
youngest daughter went off to college. At
a friend's urging, she joined a group of
Concord women who painted in the fields
around their homes. Francis soon realized
the group's realistic painting style was
not suited to her.

"It was perfectly awful," Francis said
ofher earliest paintings. "My trees
looked like snakes."

When a friend suggested she take les
sons at The DeCordova Museum in Lin
coln, Francis' early assessment ofher
work was confirmed.

"The teacher told me I had to start at

the beginning," she said. "He said to
throw [my paintings] all in an ashcan, buy
five tubes of paint, take a rag- no

brushes - and paint every day for a week
with the rag."

Those early rag paintings convinced
Francis that abstract art - reminiscenGof
her early patchwork doll clothes and fli&w-

er gardens-was her natural genre.
They also brought back childhood

memories of conversations with Russiajn-
born composer Sergei Rachmaninoff, $ho
summered near her family's Long Islaftd
home.

"Rachmaninoffwould allow me to sjt
on the steps outside the living room
where his grand piano was, and listen to
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him practice/1 FrandB said. "One day he said to me, 'Lis
ten to this old Russian folk song,' and then he proceeded

to weave part of that melody into the concerto he was
working on. A theme running through the concerto wbb

abstracted from the folk song and you could catch some
of the melody now and then. Abstract painting is like

that ■

"Non-objective paintings are different," she said.
There are no familiar themes running through them to
give them direction. They unfold by themselves and,
when they are successful, they become a harmonious
whole.... I don't think abstract or non-objective paint

ing is the only way to paint But its the only way I can

paint"

At the retirement community in Duxbury where

Francis lives andShas taught collage classes, she is often
asked to explain the meaning of abstract painting and
why an artist would choose to paint that way.

"The answer is that we think about painting differ

ently," she tells her students. "We do not want the view

er to take in the painting at a glance. Rather, we try to

make the painting so arresting, so interesting, or beauti
ful, or even puzzling, that the viewer will come back and

back to discover what he can find."

Frands followed the same impulse when she started

printmaking in the mid 1960s. v

After her first husband died, she bought a press and

established a printmaking atelier in her Concord home.

It was one way to fill the empty house with lively people.

Her Hubbard Street Printmakers boasted eight mem

bers. Eventually, they each bought their own presses

and continued their printmaking careers on their own.

By that time Francis had married a childhood friend,

Lewis W. Francis, and moved back to Brooklyn Heights
where she had grown up. Her printing press was moved

to his family's summer home in Quisset on Cape Cod

where Virginia Frands pursued her artwork for 25

years, first during vacations then full time.

When bursitis from years of strenuous printmaking

forced her to sell her press, Frands turned to collage, a

medium well-suited to the smaller studio in the Duxbury

home where she and her husband live. " • "

"I use the material as though it were paint \ use

magazines, or paint paper or crayon it" she said. "I im-

proviBe. I'm led by something to the next move... .'It's

mainly matching up color and shape. They're all designs

and color."
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Duxbury artist Virgil

Mortenson Francis, including "Revelation" (behind her), through Jan. 2.


